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ABSTRACT1 
In the last two decades, Internet portals have been used by 
governments around the world as part of very different strategies 
and for diverse purposes. This has been seen as an evolution of 
digital government reflected in the functionality of these portals and 
other technologies.  More recently, scholars and practitioners are 
proposing the concept of government as a platform and, for some, 
this could be the next stage of digital government. However, it is 
not clear what are the main differences between a sophisticated 
Internet portal and a platform. Therefore, based on an analysis of 
three national portals, this ongoing research paper explores the 
differences and similarities between what has been called 
government as a platform and the current Internet portals of these 
countries. The complexity of this endeavour becomes even higher 
when considering that these portals have become important 
institutional actors that not only provide information and services 
but also serve as the public image of government and contribute to 
their legitimacy and trust. So, this paper explores questions such as 
(1) Are Internet portals evolving towards government as a 
platform? Or do platforms supplement portals? (2) Could platforms 
represent all the elements currently embedded in Internet portals 
and generate different types of public value? (3) More specifically, 
could platforms serve the same legitimacy purposes as current 
Internet portals are doing? 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
There is currently a discussion on platforms, which seems to be 
understood as the next stage of digital government. Some 
governments have started to create, or envision, one from their web 
portals, but the distinction between platforms from mere portals is 
not clear. Neither it is clear the different possible directions that 
governments can undertake when envisioning this transition. In 
fact, the term government as a platform has many different 
meanings depending on the authors and specific contexts to which 
they are referring. 
As a way to start this paper, we want to explain how an Internet 
portal has been conceptualized. A web portal is a website that 
operates as an entranceway onto, or guide into, the web [24]. 
Government web portals thus help users navigate within a localized 
‘web ecology’ of interconnected, internal or external, websites and 
web pages that provide information, services, allow public 
participation and interaction. Government websites have 
significantly altered the everyday presence of government, with 
major implications for the way citizen-consumers interact with 
government. Since the advent of the internet, governments have 
rapidly developed and deployed countless government websites. 
Governments worldwide spend sizeable sums on building 
government web portals as their formal public online face and 
‘single point of access’ to both define their online public image and 
enhance citizens’ access to government. 
In contrast, the “platform” terminology is related to networked 
business models from the private sector that have been adapted to 
digital government. The concept of a ‘platform’ arises out of the 
development of Web 2.0; a structured online space is constructed 
for people to work within and provide content. Sites such as 
Facebook and eBay are considered platforms [11, 13]. The platform 
model has demonstrated being successful in the private sector [3] 
but government should pay attention to the degree in which those 
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models could be useful to the public sphere [17]. Scholars have 
analyzed the characteristics of business models based on digital 
platforms (see Brown, Fishenden, Thompson, and Venters, 2017). 
A basic characteristic is the creation of a technical artefact, a 
platform, where different providers can connect with clients, or 
even other providers, creating a network for interaction [3, 16, 17]. 
In the process of adaptation to the public sector several names, 
definitions, and models have been created for platforms. It is 
critical to understand how these models from the private sector can 
be implemented in the public sector [2]. Attempts have also been 
made to persuade governments to follow one model over others, 
sometimes based on in the claim of the disruptive and 
transformative power of information technology. The term 
Government as a Platform was proposed by Tom O’Reilly where, 
through the use of collaborative technologies, more public 
participation, and collective problem solving are enabled between 
different levels of government [2]. 
This study uses the concepts of portals and platforms as well as 
the evolutionary approach to guide our exploration. As part of the 
evolution, the functionalities of digital government develops over 
time [16]. Websites have transitioned from an initial informational 
web presence to stages of interaction, transaction, transformation, 
and e-democracy. A second trajectory is related to the different 
strategies of integration that can be taken between a ‘joined-up’ 
web presence and by cross-cutting institutional boundaries. A high 
development of functionalities and integration can bring to life 
powerful portals sometimes called ‘Super Sites’. 
The new generation of digital government infrastructure allows 
multichannel communications and transactions between 
government and citizens [16]. The private sector has a constant 
motivation to create ever more sophisticated methods to gain 
market and bring visibility to their products and services [8]. One 
key objective is to create a satisfactory customer experience that 
guarantees loyalty to the website. Even when public administration 
does not have these motivations, the satisfaction of the citizen’s 
needs is persistent in the portals’ missions or goals. A constant 
strategy to innovate in the public sector is the adaptation of the 
models used in electronic commerce [22]. Platforms in the public 
sector may make sense in the right context, but it is necessary to 
understand the process of public value creation in the delivery of 
public services [22]. Producing citizen-centred public value is the 
anchor of public services delivery and one of the main objectives 
of digital government [7]. 
There are constant efforts to improve the structural design, the 
communication channels, the services provided, as well as other 
elements of digital government. Different from the private sector, 
it is not always easy to create measures to assess quality and value 
in the public sector [6, 25]. Another complexity for the creation of 
value is that citizens do not necessarily known the intricate logic of 
the government structure and policy design, distribution of legal 
competencies, or the logic used in the web portal scheme, but they 
demand easy to use, seamless digital transactions with the 
reassurance they are trustworthy. 
In that sense, integrated and cross-government services could be 
seen as adding public value, which could be done through the use 
of platform models.  However, it is not clear if platforms can 
perform all the functions currently performed by Internet portals 
and generate all the different types of value.  Therefore, the research 
questions in this study are: (1) Are Internet portals evolving 
towards government as a platform? Do platforms replace or 
supplement portals? (2) Could platforms represent all the elements 
currently embedded in Internet portals and generate different types 
of public value? (3) More specifically, could platforms serve the 
same legitimacy purposes as current Internet portals are doing? 
The research strategy in this paper is to define the main 
characteristics, goals, and expectations of some of the well-known 
platform models presented in the literature. Afterwards, using 
qualitative research methods, we will identify if there is evidence 
of the transition to platforms in the web portals used as case studies, 
as well as evidence of the centrality of public value and institutional 
legitimacy. We expect that the insights provided by the interviews 
of the top managers of some of the most advanced countries in 
digital government will enlighten our understanding of the concept 
platform and whether Internet portals are transitioning to this new 
paradigm. We also can expect the insights will help discover some 
mechanisms of the interaction of the technology enactment aspects 
that could be relevant for the transition. 
2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Under the optic of the evolutionary approach, government use of 
the web has evolved along two different, and no-overlapping, 
trajectories over the last two decades, where web portals develop 
through ‘stages of e-government’. Each stage is defined by greater 
functionality of websites. From an initial informational web 
presence, web stages progress to interaction, transaction, 
transformation and e-democracy [10, 19, 23]. This model is widely 
used and underpins international rankings of countries’ use of the 
internet [21, 25, 26].The stages of government model and 
associated rankings are not without criticism [1, 12]. 
Functionalities can coexist in the same web portals even when 
some focus on access to information, while some are designed as 
integrated, whole of government electronic transactions, and others 
are aimed at open government and citizen e-participation through 
whole-of-government access to open data or e-petitions. The 
‘stages of e-government’ is a conceptual tool to understand the 
evolution of digital government, It has to be understood not only by 
the presence of the different stages in digital government tools, but 
also in their efficacy and level of sophistication that produces real 
value to the citizenship [25]. 
In the second trajectory of integration, the relationship between 
government websites and government agencies has evolved. 
Initially, government agencies each had their own website, then 
agencies created multiple websites for various thematic purposes. 
Single websites were also created by several government agencies 
to provide a more ‘joined-up’ web presence for a theme or service 
delivery purpose. Whole-of-government portals emerged to 
provide a ‘one-stop-shop’ to government [14]. Today, governments 
typically have a single whole-of-government portal, but also 
maintain other portals for various purposes (i. e. business focus, 
open data, tourism). Web portals have advanced long-standing 
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aspirations for ‘joined-up’, ‘holistic’ government and one-stop 
shops [5, 18, 20]. 
Total integration represents a big challenge even when research 
points out that the vertical and horizontal integration of government 
represents the ideal scenario for citizens that can access online 
services avoiding the organizational or ‘functional walls’ and the 
complexity of the public sector [19]. Even the transitions to unified 
web portals inside the same public administration are difficult and 
controversial [4]. Several stages of evolution can be taken for the 
creation of joined-up government [16] not without a discrepancy 
between the strategies of integration for connecting government 
functions and services [5, 19]. 
Some governments have declared their interest to transition 
their web portal into a platform, which for some, would be 
considered a potential next stage of digital government.  This 
paradigm is closer to the business model of the private sector’s 
platforms such as Amazon or e-Bay. Following this paradigm, the 
aforementioned allow the access (but just in some degree) to some 
of the information and mechanisms of communication and 
transaction that the providers can offer. The providers in those 
Open Market spaces keep their identity because they continue 
having other access points for selling and promotion as well as 
information of the branch, products and services in their own 
websites. It is necessary to have in mind the concept of public 
value.  If citizens were only interested in government transactions, 
public platforms could be as valuable as their private sector 
counterparts [17]. This is because platforms frequently focus on the 
transactional aspects of digital government, but do not necessarily 
consider other aspects and functions of current Internet portals. 
Technologies, as government web portals, and now platforms, 
have become new government actors, arising from the ongoing 
restructuring of the state [10]. Traditionally, a country’s 
constitution and legislation, and the material buildings government 
agencies occupy defined the shape and presence of government. 
However, in the last few decades, governments’ websites have 
become an actor representing the state, performing different roles 
from the ‘digital face’ of government to being the intermediary of 
transactions with the citizens. Online presence, accessibility of 
information and information flows are becoming a key driver of 
organizational visibility and effectiveness, public value, and the 
achievement of social and economic benefits. Given this new role 
of Internet portals, it is not clear whether or not platforms can truly 
substitute current portals or they will coexist and become part of 
them. 
In addition to understanding whether Internet portals are 
transitioning towards government as a platform, this research will 
also use the technology enactment framework in order to 
understand which variables have an impact on Internet portals 
becoming more platform-like or not.  Originally proposed by Jane 
Fountain, this framework incorporates elements from institutional 
theory to understand the adoption of informational technologies in 
organizations, within organizational and institutional settings [9, 
10]. The framework is useful to identify the complex relationships 
among key variables in information technology initiatives [9, 10]. 
3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
This research is part of an international and multi-disciplinary 
project that systematically compares government web portals 
between some of the top countries in terms of digital government 
development. For the inquiry informed in this paper, we use three 
countries as our case studies. We expect that countries in higher 
positions in rankings of digital government are the first to try the 
transition into a platform model. For this study, we will consider 
the ranking informed by United Nations e-Government Survey 
2018 (Online Service Index) from which we have selected the USA 
(equal 2nd), UK (equal 4th) and Canada (equal 16th) National web 
portals as case studies. 
The analysis focus on the interviews that have been done with 
top government officials who are key in their national web portals. 
It will be complemented with an analysis of policy documents and 
other information provided in the web portal.  The interview data 
comes from approximately 10-15 semi-structured, audio-recorded 
interviews with key government stakeholders in each of the studied 
countries. Participants are government executives involved in web 
portal design, strategy and oversight; or in central government 
agencies (e. g. Office of the President or Prime Minister) for a 
whole of government perspective, as well as executives in service 
delivery agencies.  The interviews will identify: the rationale and 
purpose of the web portal; the overarching web architecture, design, 
functionality and strategic direction; organizational boundary 
keeping and conflict arising from the portal. The interviews also 
aim to identify the role of the portal in online transactions with 
government and government policy regarding the public 
administration’s use of the web and social media. Even while 
several interviews have been conducted in the different countries 
the phase of data collection is still open. 
For the analysis we will identify in the literature the main 
characteristics of web portals and platforms as well as their models 
for digital government. Then, we will evaluate to what extent the 
identified characteristics are present in the case studies used for this 
research. This will inform if there are some signs of a transition 
from Internet portals to the platform paradigm. 
4. PRELIMINARY RESULTS AND NEXT 
STEPS 
The view that can be provided by the chosen case studies are: a) 
UK is a unitary state with a parliamentary system, that has been 
frequently studied by the literature; b) the USA is an icon in the 
federal system, with a presidential system, and also the object of 
several studies on digital government, and c) Canada has a federal, 
parliamentary system and has historically obtained policy lessons 
from both the UK and USA. 
Firstly, the USA has maintained a very different approach to a 
national portal than the UK and Canada. The USA’s web portal was 
arguably the first government portal (in 2000) based primarily on 
the early development of a web search engine. To this day, the 
portal (www.usa.gov) is a small website that is designed to direct 
users to the websites of other government agencies. The Canadian 
and British web portals (www.canada.ca and www.gov.uk) have 
deliberately designed and built a massive web portal to replace the 
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content and websites of most (if not all) government agencies. 
Henman and Graham [15] have characterized these respectively as 
information referral and repository portal designs. 
Secondly, the political economy and particularly the public 
service traditions of each country are significant in understanding 
the design current differences. As one USA senior executive stated 
“big is not always better”, suggesting strong advantages in a 
distributed model. In contrast, the UK approached the portal in a 
very centralized way (within the Cabinet Office), whereas Canada 
achieved a similar result by steering from the center using the 
traditional institutional power of the Treasury Board Secretariat. 
Thirdly, there is very little talk about “platforms” in relation to 
the portal. The latter is associated primarily with citizen-user facing 
informational services. There is a strong stream of interest in 
progressing in parallel (and often within different agencies), joined 
up transactional services for citizen-users that have no direct 
connection to the information-focused portal. Platform terminology 
is most evident in the UK. Here, ‘government as a platform’ is used 
to the idea that central government builds digital tools and APIs that 
other government agencies (and potentially non-government) that 
they can use to build their public citizen-services. In this way the 
platform is not for external, but for internal, users to build kit for 
citizen-users. One Canadian executive observed that this division 
between static information (on portals) and dynamic information-
based transactions (being done outside of portals) “is a little bit 
artificial” and the challenge is to create “dynamic content and the 
interoperability of [transactional] applications”. 
We want to understand what would happen with other functions 
performed by the current web portals that cannot be performed by 
platforms. These other functions are institutionally and 
organizationally important in order to provide identity and multi-
channel communication and participation with citizens and other 
actors. Despite the advantages a platform could provide, it is not 
clear if they could replace the generation of public value by current 
Internet portals. 
For now, it seem that definitions of Government as a Platform 
like the one suggested by O'Reilly are far from the functions, 
values, and nature of government. In addition, the value added 
would not meet the expectations of the citizenry and other 
institutional actors for the limited revenue considering the time, 
budget, and reputation invested in a project like this.  Governments 
would benefit for the integration and the transaction capabilities of 
the platform, while the web portal offers identity, communication 
and legitimacy channels. Considering this aspect from the lens of 
public value, some needs can be better fulfilled with a sophisticated 
Internet portal and others with a platform. We also want to 
understand if public managers are evaluating the possibility of their 
coexistence. 
Finally, as next steps, this ongoing research will attempt to 
understand what leads to the web portals managers to look at the 
platforms as a goal? What do they find interesting? Which other 
variables are important in the degree to which Internet portals are 
transitioning towards a platform model. The technology enactment 
theory could help to better understand these types of questions. The 
framework helps to explain the interaction between the institutional 
factors, organizational characteristics, and technology. If the 
national web portals are transitioning into a platform, it is relevant 
to analyze how the changes of roles and power of the stakeholders 
in the process affect the digital tools and how the tools shape the 
organizational and institutional factors. 
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